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THE SENIOR SIMMSES — MISSISSIPPI
UNSHROUDED
Miriam 
J.
 Shillingsburg
Mississippi State University
Since 1892 scholars have repeated William Peterfield Trent’s
 
statements1 that Gilmore Simms’s father settled in Georgeville in
 Holmes County, north of Jackson, Mississippi2; or, in another
 version, William Gilmore Simms, Sr., had a plantation near the towns
 of Georgeville and Hattiesburg.3 Gilmore Simms’s grand-daughter and
 a historian in her own right, the late Mary C. Simms Oliphant was
 never able to locate the site on which her great-grandfather and his
 brother James
 
settled.
However, Trent was wrong. Georgeville was, indeed, located in
 Holmes County, but it was not established until 1828. Migrants from
 South Carolina did establish Franklin, three miles northwest, in the
 1830s.4 But in the mid-1820s Holmes County was in the Yazoo
 territory, still peopled primarily with Indians.
According to Trent, around 1816-17 Simms’s
 
father commissioned  
some friends (Salley says it was James Simms himself) to bring this
 son back to Mississippi, but when the matter came into court, the
 youth was given his choice of custodian and home, and he chose to
 remain in Charleston with his grandmother.6 Shortly after this failure
 to retrieve his son, Simms, Sr., returned to Charleston to visit Gilmore
 around 1817, no doubt inviting him to come out to the Mississippi
 territory at some later date.6
Gilmore Simms, Jr., made three trips to Mississippi and a fourth
 
to Tuscaloosa in 1842. Proof of the third trip did not appear until the
 first volume of Simms’s letters was
 
published in 1952,7  and the  second  
trip was confirmed only in 1983 when James Kibler found a unique
 copy of The Album.8 The chronology and geography which can be
 extracted from Gilmore Simms’s writings about these visits have
 helped locate the
 
elder Simmses, James and William, Sr.
In late 1824-25 young Gilmore, then eighteen, travelled from
 Charleston by stagecoach to Montgomery, Alabama, and then on the
 Alabama River to Mobile. Then he went up the Tombigbee River to
 Demopolis (a bustling river crossroads), and on the Black Warrior River
 to Tuscaloosa.9 He claimed to have travelled 150 miles beyond the
 Mississippi River 
on
 horseback (presumably with his father), and he  
returned via
 
Columbus  to  the Black Warrior River, thence  to  Mobile.10
1
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Simms’s second trip began January 12,1826, when he sailed from
 
Charleston around the Florida Keys, up the Mississippi River, and
 overland to New Orleans. Then he sailed across Lake Ponchartrain to
 Mobile,
 
Alabama, where he boarded a  steamboat arriving  in Columbus,  
Mississippi, before March 1, via the Tombigbee River. Simms
 travelled apparently by pole raft, coach, and horseback through the
 Choctaw Nation to Pearl River.11 Then he returned to Columbus
 before April 12, 1826, and proceeded to Charleston probably via
 Mobile.
 On his third trip, which took place
 
in  March and April, 1831, (and  
which Trent believed was to attend to his father’s estate), Simms
 travelled by riverboat from Savannah to Augusta, by coach to
 Montgomery, then by river to Mobile, where he took a stagecoach to
 Pascagoula, Mississippi, and a steamer to New Orleans. He went to
 Columbia, Mississippi, and then took a horseback trip for seventeen
 days into the Yazoo
 
territory, returning  to  Columbia, and  back home to  
Charleston probably
 
by riding across Georgia.12
In 1842 Simms travelled overland to Tuscaloosa, leaving records
 comparing this trip with his earlier ones.13
When the details of these trips are examined, they lead to the
 
conclusion that Simms’s father and uncle did not live in Georgeville,
 nor in George County (which is near Hattiesburg), nor in Georgetown
 on the Pearl River
 
in Copiah County, nor  in Holmes County, nor even  
in Holmesville—a town on maps of the 1810s (near the present-day
 Tylertown). Instead, questions keep coming back: On his first trip,
 where did he meet his father for the horseback trek across the
 Mississippi? What was Simms’s destination when he went by raft,
 then by carriage and horse,
 
and then down the Pearl River on his second  
trip? Why did he
 
twice go to Columbia, Mississippi, in 1831?
The short answer to these questions is that young Gilmore
 Simms* was going to see his father, William, Sr., and his uncle,
 James, who lived near Columbia, Mississippi, the seat of Marion
 County since January, 1818, the largest town on the Pearl River, and
 the temporary capital of the State for about six months in 1821.14
 Marion County was named for Revolutionary War General Francis
 Marion, a South Carolinian. Clearly both senior Simmses were
 respected citizens, relied upon
 
in public  affairs. 
* * *
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Briefly the record proved so far.
In the August term, 1812, W. G. Sims attended court in Marion
 
County as a
 
“by Stander”; William G. Sims was appointed by the  court  
to act
 
as a juror  “to view and lay out” a road in Township  4 of Marion  
County; and W. G. Sims was called and then dismissed as a juror in
 Marion County.15
William G. Sims served as a sergeant under General Andrew
 
Jackson in the War of 1812 in Lieutenant-Colonel George 
H.
 Nixon’s  
13 th Regiment, Marion County.16
In 1813 W. G. Sims was called to jury duty for both the February
 
and August
 
terms.17
On April 25, 1817 Jas. Sims recorded a tract of land in Range
 18W, Township 5N, Section 2 of Marion County.18
In 1820 James Simms headed a household in Marion County
 
consisting of 2
 
white  males over 45 years  old  and 12 slaves.19
On Nov. 2, 1823 William G. Sims witnessed the will of
 
Thomas  
S. Collins in Marion County; six weeks later (Dec. 15, 1823) James
 Sims acted as appraiser for Collins’s estate, which contained 13
 slaves.20
In 1825 W. G. Sim owned 153 acres of 4th class, 1st quality land
 
in Marion County
 
near  the Pearl River, and one slave.21
In 1825 James Simms was listed in the tax rolls in Marion
 County.22
In the late 
1820s
 James Simms gave power of attorney to W. G.  
Simms in Marion County.22
In 1830 James Simms headed a household in Marion County
 
consisting of
 
one white male over 60 and under 70 years old and one  
white male over 70 and under 80; the household had 3 male and 5
 female slaves.24
On Feb. 26, 1830 James Simms was authorized to appraise an
 
estate.25
* * *
As more information is. discovered, the many stories, essays and
 
poems emanating from Simms’s excursions to the Southwest will be
 better understood in relationship to these trips. For now, the
 genealogy
 
of the South’s foremost antebellum author is  unshrouded.
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